Abstract: Over the recent decades people's (rural and urban) communities are facing numerous 7 social and economic changes and challenges. Some of those challenges have been increasingly 8 addressed through the lenses of technological developments and digitalization. In this paper we 9 have made a review of already existing practices while focusing on the existing implementations of 10 the smart village concept and the importance of digital transformation for rural areas. We give 11 special attention to EU policies which we are using as an already existing framework for 12 understanding our own forthcoming examples. We have shown the parallels between the findings 13 and insights from different regions and made an evaluation of presented practices. Our main 14 argument stems from our own previous experiences and experiences of other research approaches, 15
Introduction 21
One of the most important and accurate questions that contemporary societies have to address 22 is how to make people's communities and their settlements more sustainable. Evermore aspects of 23 most societies and their economies are inextricably linked to changes brought forward by 24 technological developments that are transforming people's everyday routines, perceptions of the 25 environment, access to the electricity, food, health, education and many other. To properly address 26 those changes in 2015 the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (the so-called #Envision2030) 27 was adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations, and it included seventeen Sustainable 28 Development Goals (SDGs) [1] . As will be detailed later on, the Agenda took a holistic approach to 29 sustainable development for everyone and in every segment of life, including education, 30 employment, inequality, accessibility of settlements etc. 31
One part of the answer towards achieving higher levels of sustainability and SDG is to find the 32 right ways on how to deal with economic disparities, climate changes, accessibility to modern 33 technologies and other necessary infrastructure. Considering the (dis)advantages of some already 34 existing practical approaches, one of the most promising ways is to make them smart(er). 35 Disregarding the somehow vogue meaning of the "smartness" [2, 3] in general that will be explained 36 later on, it is important to note that the concept for urban smart communities is already very well 37
established -e.g. smart cities, but less so for rural communities as the concept smart village has only 38 recently gained momentum; for example, in EU the Smart Village Initiative was launched by the 39
European Parliament in 2017, and the EU Action for Smart Villages document was published by the 40
European Commission together with the European Parliament. Moreover, 'Smart Villages' was 41 initiated as a subtheme within the European Network for Rural Development (ERND) work on 42 'Smart and competitive rural areas' between September 2017 and July 2018 [4] . 43 The main objective of this paper is to review and discuss already existing initiatives and projects 44 on rural development and especially on smart villages in Europe and broader. In order to understand 45 Smart city is an urban living environment, build or upgraded/ renovated [9] to enable the best 96 possible coordination for otherwise fragmented urban sub-systems, and to facilitate everyday lives 97 of inhabitants, making cities more liveable and sustainable [11] . The declaration has very openly addressed some concerns about the state of the rural areas, 231 specifically rural exodus and youth drain and thus paved the way for further orientations of future 232 policies, including smart villages' agenda. Through the ten points of addressing problematics of rural 233 spaces, one of the main conclusions was that investment in rural areas is necessary, especially in the 234 sense of encouraging of their identification processes, acknowledging their potentials for (economic) 235 growth and ensuring that they will become attractive places for people of all ages to live in and work 236 at. Particular attention has also been paid to overcome the digital divide between rural and urban 237 spaces and developing the potential of digitalization in rural areas. 238
In It has already been noted that the implementation of smart concepts into regional, both rural 376 and urban contexts has to be adapted to socio-cultural and environmental circumstances. Thus, in 377 the cities different issues need to be tackled than in rural areas, where the main challenge is to bridge 378 the distances among relatively small number of people. In the context of digital transformation that 379 is at the forefront of our interest, this means that also digitalization requires adapted concepts, 380 business models and solutions that have to strive to generally improve the well-being of the rural 381 population. 382
In the context of this paper we are concentrating on Slovenia as a part of Alpine space region, 383 thus also sharing its problematics. In this regional view a need for strategic approach towards some 384 major challenges has been noted. Towards 1. Economic globalization, 2. Demographic trends, 3. 385
Climate change, 4. The energy challenge, 5. Alpine region as a transit region. As a solution to the 386 above listed problematics the project Smart Digital Transformation of Villages in the Alpine Space 387 (SmartVillages) has been proposed and also approved for funding (Interreg Alpine Space funding) 388 in 2018. The partnership consists of 13 partners from six countries included in the Alpine space region 389 (Italy, Austria, Germany, France, Switzerland, Slovenia), thus covering a great majority of the 390 regional territory. 391
Main challenges that SmartVillages project is addressing are in line and complementary to 392 sustainable development goals, EU Action for Smart Villages, EU Rural Development Policy, and 393
proposed objectives of the Bled Declaration. More precisely, it addresses the causes for (youth) brain 394 drain in the region: deprivation of jobs, provision of services, favorable climate for entrepreneurship 395 and social innovation.
[1] The project aims to bring together stakeholders from different sectors and 396 to improve the quality of live in villages and small cities through sustainable solution facilitated by 397
ICT. 398
It is necessary to learn and draw on good practices from other countries, but meanwhile it is also 399 necessary to consider local and regional frameworks within which the implementation of the smart 400 village concept will take place. As it has already been noted by others [40] what is also of vital 401
importance is the quality of rural life. The perceptions of the important building blocks are -once 402 again -locally/ regionally conditioned. Therefore, similar to the concept of the "smart" development 403 the quality of life or well-being of the people are also very slippery and hard to precisely define. In 404 line with the abovementioned challenges of the Alpine space region, it is necessary to recognize and 405 address the main reasons for the youth brain drain. where the main issue to address was to stop the outflow of the money especially in connection to the 487 energy and food self-sufficiency. In the case of German smart villages the digital transformation was 488 at the fore front. The region is one of the richest in the country and does not suffer for the 489 depopulation of the area. To invest in digital connectivity within the villages and also within the 490 broader regional community, was therefore also to improve opportunities for local/regional and 491 circular economy and to enhance the sustainable development of the area. All the project 492 cases/initiatives show how important is to look for strategies and solutions based on local or regional 493 knowledge, even more so when striving for sustainable future. 494
To conclude our evaluation it is also important to note, that there are some considerable 495 differences when dealing with rural areas in Europe and elsewhere as it is necessary to consider local 496 and regional specifics. We have shown this on the case of some global initiatives and their specific 497 developmental efforts and activities. The main difference is, that in Europe the basic infrastructure is 498 already established whereas in some other "un-developed" regions the infrastructure is yet to be 499 established. 500 501
The strategy of our forthcoming project SmartVillages will be founded on the insights offered 502 by the above listed projects and initiatives and on our own experiences. SmartVillages is creating an 503 effective partnership between actors important for the Alpine space region. The main argument, 504 funded on the basis of our own already existing experiences and experiences of other approaches is 505 that rural areas are not uniform, and that smart development has to be applied in combination with 506 place-based approach. In our context the approach has to be in line with cultural and geographical 507 specifics of Alpine space area, as well as with more specific local characteristics. In line with this, one 508 of main outputs of SmartVillages project will be digital exchange platform intended for the exchange 509 of practices. Another important output will be embodied in the form of Smart Villages Toolbox, based 510 on insights from our pilot, local-based activities. As such it will have a great impact on further 511 development and implementations of the concept into reality-based environments and will 512 contribute to better framework conditions for (digital) innovation in societal and technical part. 513 514
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